Preface

Each generation must rewrite its history books in the image of its
own experience. Our fathers saw their own optimistic outlook
mirrored in the brilliancy of the Renaissance leaders. With less
confidence than they had in the "modern age," we have become
critical of the great men who laid its foundations in the past. Our
attention turns to the historical failures, to those who lived in the
dark or were crushed between the millstones of reaction and
revolution in their time. We study the controversial figures and
the undercurrents of history; we re-evaluate the contributions
which unsung martyrs made towards the formulation of our own
problems; we recognize unaccomplished tasks where previously
we had seen only vain fantasies.
Among the controversial characters of the Renaissance age,
Paracelsus aroused my interest first as a partisan of a lost cause,
one whom the struggle between the Pope and the Reformers
left politically homeless. I came across his work again when I
studied the intricate ways in which science developed out of
magic conceptions of Nature. For a third time his fascinating
character, so singularly astride between the past and the future*
injected itself into a study of the philosophy of man. His signifi-
cance, I found, had been apparent to the contemporaries who had
identified him with the legendary Dr. Faustus, the symbol of
modern man's striving for omnipotence. For me, the story of his
life became a clue to the riddle of the Renaissance.
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